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Article 11

STORMS

Wh e n

the Dust
Came

’

by M a rgie S now den N orth
,

In 1984 I began laying the groundwork for a
novel (as yet unwritten) by researching some o f the
history o f W estern Oklahoma. W hen it was time to
gather material for the Dustbowl Issue o f
W ESTVIEW , I got out my notebook and dozens of
photocopied pages and began skim m ing them for
pertinent information. I learned all over again that the
dust problem didn’t begin in the 1930’s; it merely
!

reached its peak then.
A passage from THE HISTORY OF C O N 
SERVATION IN OKLAHOMA by Drake, Solomon,
and Birdwell may be used as substantiation. The
authors say, “One of the first signs of widespread abuse
of the land in Oklahoma began to appear within six or
eight years after statehood, when gullies began reach
ing their greedy fingers into fertile fields. By 1920,
gully erosion became a major threat to Oklahoma
landowners.
“During the four decades following the open
ing of the Oklahoma Territory for settlement, topsoil
on millions of acres was washed away or depleted to
the extent that further cultivation was not economical.
M any farmers were not w illing to take part o f their
land out of production since they had to squeeze all
they could from every acre to feed their families. So
the situation grew worse.
“In the 1930’s when the first erosion surveys
were made, it was estimated that over six million acres
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Storm s
of Oklahoma farm land was rendered useless by

ing full o f dirty cotton. The wind had torn away the

erosion. Over 15% of all the land in Oklahoma was

tarp, and at least half of the cotton had blown away”

forced out o f production!

(M arion Dobson).

“Actor Dale Robertson, a native Oklahoman

“One evening I went out in the pasture to

described the disheartening days before conservation

catch the horses, and the sky was black and red and

programs took hold. ‘W hen I was a youngster, they
called Oklahoma “the great

yellow. There seemed to be no air; it was very dense.
W e put a tub o f water at the

Dustbowl”...T h e thick, red
dust was everywhere ... in our
crops, in our homes, in our
throats.. .it even got into the
hearts of many Oklahomans.
Many got discouraged, and
they picked up and left.’”
Though most of the
people I interviewed spoke of
the “dirty thirties,” a few
mentioned these earlier prob

door and draped a blanket in

'Only a fool
or a new
comer would
try to predict
the weather'

it. W e threw water through
the screen to keep it wet.
That kept some of the dust
out. Still, people had dust
pneumonia and died at home.
They didn’t go to the hospital
much. I had dust pneumonia
four times in my left lung. I
always said if it came a cloud
and you were leaving home,

lems with dust, wind, and

take an umbrella and raincoat

erosion. I drew the following

and rubber shoes and your fan

comments either from notes o f those interviews or

‘cause you didn’t know what weather you would come

from copies of family histories provided by various

up against” ( Marion Dobson).

ones. After all, those who lived through the times can
tell the story best:
“One year in the early 1900’s we finished

“I remember a Sunday afternoon in ’34. A
black cloud came rolling in from the north. W e
thought it would be a rain storm and went to the dug-

picking the last bale of cotton about the last of Febru

out. The dirt started sifting in til we could hardly

ary. It was too late in the day to go to the gin. M y

breathe. W e went back to the house, and it was so

father hitched his team to the wagon and brought it

dark we had to use the lamps. It lasted all night. By

close to the house. About nine o’clock a heavy black

the next morning, our faces were black— you could

cloud was rising in the north. Dad didn’t want the

just see our eyes. The streets of Erick weren’t paved

cotton to get wet, so he and my brother took a lantern

‘til the late thirties, even M ain Street. I’ve seen sand a

and covered the cotton with a sheet or tarp. In a few

foot deep on M ain. Our Model T couldn’t go down

minutes the storm struck. It wasn’t rain, but wind and

it; it was too sandy” (Jim Mayfield).

din. W e all went into the cellar, and at times it

“In ’35 it was so dry we didn’t make a bale of

seemed that everything would be blown away. The

cotton or a bundle of feed. W e sold eggs and cream to

next morning, the storm had spent its fury and all was

buy groceries. During dust storms we put a sheet over

quiet. But every little tree, bush, and weed was hang

the baby’s bed and on the headboard of our bed. Each
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“I remember once during the thirties I was out

morning we got up and took the sheet off and dumped

on horseback and this dark cloud came rolling in from

it out. Sometimes dust was so bad we couldn’t see

the northwest. I got off that horse and hid in a can

over a hundred yards. Times were pretty hard. Lots

yon. I didn’t know what it was; I thought it might be

of people had dust pneumonia; some were babies.

a tornado. D uring that same period o f time we went

They would choke up like a cold; you couldn’t control

up to the Panhandle and saw tractors setting around

it. It was before the time of penicillin” (Mrs. Johnnie

half buried in the sand. I saw one that just had the

Wester).

exhaust pipe sticking out. W e didn’t see m any tractors

“The Government killed our cows in ’35. W e

in our area [Elk C ity] in those days, so we thought

didn’t have any grass or water. The Government paid

that was really something There were vacant houses

some for the cows. The ones with meat on them, they

everywhere. Bill Gowdy and some others went up

sent to canneries or shipped them out of state. As the

there and paid taxes on some of that land and ended

Government killed them, the people had picnics,

up with a lot of it. I was just a big old kid then, about

getting them one to butcher. They skinned the cows

17 or 18" (Roy Fowler).

and carried the beef to the locker. Some people think
back to the good old days, but those weren’t all good

“There were a lot of hard times, but we were
just as happy as if we had good sense” (Lois Flowers).□

days. W e ate hard-shell or soft-shell turtles. The
meat’s white— good like chicken. W e ate frog legs,
too. They would scare you to death, jum ping out of
the skillet” (Geraldine Jackson).
“One night we went to a Farmer’s Union
meeting and a sand storm came. Several of our friends
came and spent the night with us. W e put sheets over
the north door and window to try to keep the sand
out. W e had a saying, ‘O nly a fool or a newcomer
would try to predict the weather'” (Lois Flowers).
“The worst years were ’35 and ’37. A lot of
people went to California. Those clouds of dirt would
come rolling across the fields and black out the houses.
M y brother T ink said, ‘Did it say in the Bible it will
rain sand in the last days?”’ (Joe Flowers).
“I remember it getting as black as night. W e
could write our names on the kitchen table. Lots of
people thought the world was coming to an end.
Some of them were kidding around and said they
ought to get down on their knees and confess all the
bad things they had ever done to their wives” (Margie
Berry Fowler).
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